At the most recent academy meeting in New Orleans I had the distinct pleasure of being accompanied by my managerial editor, Jessica Lutter, who also happens to be my daughter-in-law. Most of this journal's reviewers relate to her as the voice on the phone, the receiver of e-mail, or the recipient of their complaint letters. On numerous occasions when I introduced Jess, people had an epiphany because they were now meeting, faceto-face, someone whom they had treated as a secretary or functionary.
It gave me great pleasure to watch their faces because I knew they had unloaded their emotions and discussed their displeasure to Jess because something did not meet their expectations. Usually this was the manifestation of neurotic self-absorption and had nothing to do with her. Realizing that this was a real, intelligent, charming, and knowledgeable person whom they felt they had ''dissed'' at some time previously, they made numerous apologies because they were now face-to-face, not only with this person, but with their own inequities.
In a broader sense, this experience highlights the importance of communication that is best realized when we can see the person. Later, it still allows us to see the person in our mind's eye when we are communicating electronically or by phone. We are currently experiencing what some futurists have discussed as the problem of ''high tech, low touch.'' They are well aware that our technology will continue to improve and expand as we progress into the 21st century. Our ability to pass information between persons and entities will increase. They caution us not to assume that this is the same as real communication.
The large number of e-mails and faxes I receive daily are clearly bits of important information but are definitely a limited type of communication. The same futurists have told us that everything we add technologically has a tendency to draw us away from the human element and that we must aggressively find ways to combat this. When we use videocameras with computers, we are attempting to create a sense of ''real time'' communication. Conference calls are another attempt at bridging the gap between electronic communication and actual face-to-face discussions.
The reason that nothing supplants a face-to-face meeting is that the art of communication is made up of many facets, including the printed word, auditory input, and visual experience. The critical part of knowing what is being communicated is very frequently not what was said but what was left out. The intonation of the statement, facial and body language, and pauses provide a level of communication much deeper than one achieves through printed matter.
Most of us unconsciously recognize the importance of the various aspects of communication. We make efforts to attend scientific meetings and realize that essential parts of these meetings involve seeing, talking, shaking hands, and being in the presence of friends and colleagues. Everyone has realized that some of the most valuable information gained from scientific meetings does not emanate from the lecture podium but occurs in contacts you have made in the hall or at the cocktail party. This more intimate, face-to-face communication gives you a sense of trust in what is being said. Even though it is more expensive, in terms of precious time away from practice or family, it is still critical to make physical connections to people with whom you are trying to communicate. I find the ''high-touch'' portion of my life must be nurtured with conscious expenditure of energy. It is all too easy to write an e-mail, send a fax, or leave a cursory note for someone. I think it is important that this level of communication permeate all interactions in your life. I am constantly trying to increase the face-to-face time I spend with people who are assisting me.
For example, approaches to solving a problem with instruments in the operating room are numerous. I find it produces a more efficient and cordial atmosphere if I discuss the problem with the scrub tech sitting down in the lounge over a cup of coffee.
Meeting on their ''turf'' changes the tone of our encounter, by acknowledging that this person and I share some of the same problems, anxieties, and concerns.
For those of us who love new technology, it is enticing to continue to expand our ability to pass information electronically. However, we must remember that sometimes picking up a telephone and chatting or talking in person will remove misunderstanding and mistrust. In the end, it is both more efficient and pleasurable.
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